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December 198b 


Author's Notes: 
There's so little Duff/Axl going on, so here's another contribution to the causel! This one will be a bit (a lot) 


darker than Midnight Call. Expect angst, and a lot of warnings in future chapters. Let me know what you think! 


Somewhere in Los Angeles, 


December 198b 


Duff wakes up cold and shivering, missing the heat of a body pressed against his back, half-smothered and 
scrambling for recollections of where he is. The hazy world leaks into his skull like pieces of a rhyme falling 


into place, and he shivers out a sigh. 


Slash's hair is all over his face, a stray curl having made home in his mouth. He spits it out with a grimmace. 
Slash mumbles something in his sleep, rolls over, and finishes stealing all of the ratty comforter they were 
supposed to be sharing. 


They are staying the night in someone's pull out couch, huddled together for warmth because it's fucking 
freezing out and the girl doesn't have the dough for central heating. It doesn't really matter, though. It's a 
roof, four walls and a couch, and since it's the three of them it was a pretty neat deal to slide himself in the 
middle, but now Slash stole all the covers and Axl is gone, and Duff is fucking freezing. 


He gets up from the squeaky old thing, the cold tile floors seemingly leeching all the warmth from his bare 
feet as soon as he stands. He glares miserably at the darkness and struggles to manouver himself in the 
unfamiliar setting, eyes adjusting lazily to the darkness and immediately searching a glimmer of gold from Axl's 


rosary, which always dangles from his neck. 


He considers for a second that Axl outdid them both, and snuck into bed with Jeanette the stripper, and is 
grudgingly impressed for all of three seconds, which is as long as it takes him to find Axl sitting by the open 
window, legs folded up with his feet on the sill, a cigarette burning in his hand. 


"You do know it's fucking winter, right?" he says, meaning to sound reproachful, but it comes out soft and 


miserable instead. 

Nightime Axl, Duff has found, is a creature comprised of sharp angles and a strange, birdlike grace that's 
oddly enchanting and vaguely threatening, like despite the fact that he looks like he's utterly at peace he might 
turn around and shred you at the slightest provocation 


Axl's eyes shine catlike in the darkness, and someday Duff will stop finding that creepy. 


"Lame winter," he comments. His voice is scratchy with cold and he's looking out the window, as if he were 


speaking to the sky “All cold rain and drafts," he snorts, like the word is somewhat offensive. 


Duff smiles a little. Only Axl could ever be angry at the weather like it did him some great personal wrong by 
not living up to his standards. 


One of those drafts comes through the window then, cold fingers of air trailing up Duff's bare arms and 
making him shiver. He rubs his arms with his hands. 


"Why are we not sleeping?" he asks, and fails at stiffling a yawn. 


Axl looks over at him, eyes sunken and blank-faced, arms crossed limply on his bony knees. Smoke wreathes 


pale grey around him. Beyond the window, the city sleeps, oblivious. 


"Nightmares," Axl says with a specific curl to his lip, that one that means Duff isn't to take him seriously, nor 
ask any further questions. 


Duff yawns, nodding. Axl takes a drag, flaring orange, and then exhales a long stream of smoke up towards the 
ceiling, dragonlike in the angle of his neck, the tilt of his chin His bare wrists show at the ends of his sleeves, 


as carved and colourless as marble, seeming fragile even though Duff knows Axl's bones don't break like 


normal people's. 
He does, however, get sick really easily. 


"You'll catch a cold," Duff says, in the exact same tone his mother used to use on him. He was a wild child, but 


she was never faced with an immovable object the likes of Axl Rose "At least come lie down where it's warm," 


"Is called sleep hygiene," Axl says, blowing a smoke ring in Duffs direction that feels like a dismissal given 
circular form "You shouldn't lie around in bed if you can't sleep," 


Duff has a vague recollection of having read something like that on a leaflet in highschool, something about 
insomnia, and the only thing that stuck was to not use the bed for anything other than sleep and sex. He 
giggled at it, because he was a kid, and staying up all night felt like a privilege to him then 


This was before meeting Axl, who celebrated sleeping four hours straight by not sleeping for a whole weekend. 
It adds, he guesses, to the starved poet cliche. Out of all of them, Axl is the only one who looks like some kind 


of grand romantic tragedy without even trying, every word and gesture feeling like a profound statement. 


Even when he's saying stupid shit, he's still this character with his feet propped up on the window sill, cloaked 
by swathes of smoke, battling invisible monsters by the thick winter cold. 


"Well, at least come keep me warm," Duff tries without much hope. 


"Wasn't Slash doing that?" Axl asks, the cherry lighting up his face when he inhales the smoke, deliberate like 
he only is when utterly exhausted "By the way, careful with our baby boy. He probably wants to be able to 


wear white at his wedding, so keep your hands to yourself” 


Duff snorts and rolls his eyes. Axl flashes an uneven grin. In the desolate no man's land of late night-early 
morning, Axl is as aproachable as he gets, rough edges softened with the exhaustion that comes from keeping 


up his frantic hyper vigilance. 


He wonders what Axl sees in the dark that frightens him so much, what he catches coiling in the corners of 
the room when he sits there in the clogging silence. Duff remembers being a child and being afraid of the dark, 
he remembers hiding under the covers and praying for the monsters to go away. So long as he was covered 
up and curled up in a tight ball, nothing could touch him. It was safe to sleep. 


He's seen the way Axl wakes up sometimes, lips clamped tightly together in a thin, bloodless line, skin glistening 
with sweat, terror swimming in wide eyes. He figures Axl doesn't fear the dark so much as he fears what 
crawls around his own head, awaiting for him to be asleep and unguarded before pouncing and gobbing him up 


into a spiral of horror. Still. 


"Come on," Duff says, poking Axl on the shoulder "You must be freezing 


"I'm not," Axl says petulantly, but then Duff reaches for his hands and confirms that he is, in fact, freezing. 
He gives Axl a look. 


"Fine, fine," Axl mumbles, letting his feet drop from the sill like anchors. He's dead beat "Go. I'll be right there, 


mommy" 


"You better brush your teeth first, you little shit," Duff says just to spite him as he returns to the 
makeshift bed. Axl snorts and throws the butt of his cigarette out the window before closing it, effectively 


buffering them from the real world. 


Duff picks up his jacket from the floor and slips it on before wrestling a sleeping Slash for the comforter. He 
manages to pull the threadbare fabric free and lie down underneath, making sure to cover up the little 
comforter stealer as well so that he won't freeze to death, and looks up to find Axl's eyes glinting in the dark, 
catching some errant moonlight within their depth. 


"Come on, dude," Duff says softly, feeling for some reason like the wrong tone of voice might spook Axl, 
prompting him to dissapear into into the night, never to be found again. This deep into the night, such notions 


don't seem so far fetched, not when Axl is looking like a soldier asked to charge forward once again 


Axl shakes himself out of his weird mood, huffs and makes like it's a massive imposition, but he clambers onto 
the pull out couch and wedges himself next to the wall by shoving Slash further onto Duff. Slash wakes up 
briefly to say in a startled tone, "Hullo," and then his head promptly drops back down 


Axl jams his hand in under Slash, worming inside Duff's jacket. His fingers are like ice, even through Duffs 
shirt, and Duff swallows a gasp, his stomach tightening reflexively. 


| warn you, | unexpectedly start singing when | can't sleep," Axl says softly. 
"Good," Duff whispers back with a sleepy grin "You need all the practice you can get," 


This earns him a hard poke on the stomach that makes him wince, Axl's fingers sharp like daggers, but it's 
worth it. True to his words, Axl starts softly mumbling a Barry Manilow tune, out of all things, the melody 
oddly soothing. 


Duff hums along under his breath, closing his eyes and tucking his face down again. Slash's shirt smells like 
cigarettes and booze and sea salt, a good home kind of smell. Axl's fingers twitch and jerk on Duff's stomach, 
and Duff resolves to stay awake until Axl falls still, but of course that doesn't happen 


Duff dreams of the biggest stadium in the world. Millions of people seated in ever-heightening rows, stacked 
higher than skyscrapers, higher than planes can go, and way down at the bottom is their tiny, poorly-lit stage, 


the centre of the whole universe. 


July 1993 


Author's Notes: 
Did | mention this would have a lot of POVs and will be really angsty? Odd posting hours, | know, but I'm a bit 


of an imsomniac myself. Let me know what you think! 


Thirty thousand feet over the Atlantic Ocean, 


July 1993 


Flying, for all that it sounds like an infinitely charming concept, becomes an absolutely tedious task after you 
get over the idea that you're soaring above the clouds in a pressurized metal death trap with wings. Once you 
manage to rationalize that, and grow tired of staring out at nothing, you might as well be sitting on the toilet. 


At least in a car you get to look out the window and see something 


Its four am in the morning, and Slash can't sleep. Maybe it's because his seat is uncomfortable, the cushions 
much too lumpy, and the processed air is hurting his lungs with every breath, drying his nose and making it 
itch. Maybe it's because they've been on tour for too long, and he misses his bed. 


It probably has something to do with withdrawal biting at the edges of his consciousness like a rat, nibbling 
nibbling and reminding him that it's not bad right now, not bad at all, but soon.. 


He shivers out a sigh and concentrates on stilling his jittering leg. 


The plane is mostly dark, lit unevenly by small floating gold lights. As Slash shifts, one of the stewardesses look 
up from where she is a reading a paperback in the bulkhead, makes as if to stand and attend to him, but Slash 


waves her off with an easy smile. Not so famous he can't go to the loo by himself, thank you very much. 


Slash gets up, holding onto the seats for balance. The plane hums in that vague overloud way that is the only 
hint of the speed at which they are travelling. 


Awake in the back, Axl is tapping a pen to the notebook he carries with him everywhere. He's in an island of 
light in the darkened cabin, electric light bouncing off his eyes and making them shimmer eerily. Axl looks foggy 
and distant, at a great remove from him. He looks like that more often than not, these days, like there's a 


crack in space-time and Slash is peeking into another dimension where they were never friends at all 


"Why are you up, man?" Slash asks, his voice coming out unexpectedly creaky. Axl looks up at him and taps the 
biro against his lips, then points it at the seat across from him. 


Duff is sleeping, head tipped away from the window in an awkward position. Even unconscious, the anxiety is 
evident on his face, a fear of flying he can't quite get over, it seems, not even though they've been flying 


around the globe for so long Slash can't even remember his house anymore. 


Cooped up in this circle of light with the world so far away, its also really hard to remember that the three 
of them are all that's left. 


Slash chuckles and goes on to the toilet, and on the way back notices Axl slumped forward, scribbling furiously 
on his notebook as if with his own blood. Maybe it is his blood, what does Slash know. Axl feels so faraway 
nowadays he might as well not even be human anymore, just a copy made of paper and ink, bleeding on the 


page and liable to fade away or catch fire at any moment now. Slash really hopes he doesn't do either of 


those, but mainly for Duff's sake. 
That's a sad thought in on itself. 


"He doing ok?" he asks, gesturing at Duff. It seems Duff's all that's left between them, at this point, a shaky 
connection that's swaying in the wind like a lone weed. It should be ok, except there was a time when they all 


used to blur together, and life was much better. Axl didn't look like a drawing of himself back then 


"He had some trouble falling asleep," Axl says, scratching his chin absently, the beard making him look like his 
own father in that off-putting way that everything about Axl seems to make him look lately "I--hum, crushed 
a pill in his glass," 


Slash chuckles "You're the worst," 


"Had to be done," Axl mumbles, but he smiles a little, lopsided and real and familiar, and it looks strange on his 
face now that it's paper white and sunken under the harsh yellow light. 


The line is familiar too, something reminiscent of days gone by. Axl shrugging and sticking his hands in his 
pockets and going, "It had to be done," and that was that, back then. Axl solves problems. An image comes to 
him, of a lifetime ago, Axl running a hand through his hair after firing Stevie, going "It had to be done," 


He can't even muster anger anymore, at this point. Not when Axl looks so much like a ghost in contrast to his 


memories. 
With a weird feeling that this has happened before, Slash says, "You should get some sleep, man," 


"Can't really sleep in planes," Axl says, soft as a purr, something sweet curling around it just because he 


doesn't want Duff to wake up into a world of anxiety again. 


Its been awhile since he last heard that curl to Axl's voice, the one that only shows up when he lies to spare 


someore's feelings. It's all hard angles and geometric shapes, these days, blunt with a cutting edge, cutting 


cutting. Slash wonders if Duff feels the sharp edges too, if he feels them too much and that's why the 


drinking is getting worse. 
‘Cant really sleep anywhere," would have been the unadulterated truth. 


Before he left, Izzy ran an agitated hand through his hair and said it would get better, that they had to give it 
time, and Axl would pull through, because he always does. But Slash can't remember the last time he saw Axl 
sleep. He can't remember the last time he heard him laugh, either. He hopes Duff has, for all of their sakes. 


For a second, he feels like waking him up and asking him, "Hey, do you remember the last time you saw him 
sleep?" But that would lead to a shadier question, "Hey, do you guys still sleep fogether?", which would lead to a 
question he can't ask, not ever, because he's never seen Duff cry and he doesn’t want to, not ever, "Hey, do 


you guys still love each other?" 


He could ask Axl, except Axl isn't here right now. Axl is gone, somewhere in the back of his own mind, and all 
that's left is a sleepless shell, scribbling scribbling scribbling. Also, Axl would tell him the truth, and Slash 
doesn't think he wants that. 


He's wondering a lot of things, it feels, but this far up over the sea wondering is all he has, and it's either this 
or focusing on the itch like cat clawing at his veins, begging for a fix. There's a shift in the sound of the 
engines, a shift in the air, and an empty bottle rolls a few inches away from Duff's seat. Axl's eyes flick to it, 
then back to his notebook He starts scribbling again 


It's a long way," Slash points out, reluctant to let the conversation end. For some reason, framed in this halo 
of light, he feels like this is a window to something. He feels like he should keep trying. Please please pleasehe 
wants to say. Please get better and fix this 


Axl smiles that not quite smile where he's trying very hard but not succeeding at hiding how exhausted he is 


"Don't worry about it," 


Funny how dismissal stops hurting after a while. Slash looks at Axl not look at him for a few seconds, then 
nods To no one and turns away, returns to his seat and gazes out at the darkness, no light nor object to focus 


on and breed fantasies around. 
‘Hey, Duff, does he stil love us?" 


The roar of the engines negate the sound of Axis pen on the page, scratching scratching scratching, and Slash 
falls back asleep, feeling oddly angry at himself. It seems he's become the kind of person who prefers his 


truths adulterated, after all. 


June 1985 


Author's Notes: 
Steven doesn't get explored much, does he? 


The Troubadour, Los Angeles 


June, 1985 


They've been playing for hours, it seems. Steven is not sure why his exhaustion is piled so high tonight, but he 


feels close to crumbling. 


He knows he's dropping the beat, but he can't help it. His arms weigh like lead and his foot on the pedal feels 
like an anchor, nearly impossible to bring up. A sore on his palm split open three songs in, oozing pus and blood 


and hurting like a motherfucker each time he shifts his hold on the sticks. 


He's not the only one. Duff is falling asleep on his feet, really close to falling face first on the floor like a 
toppling tree, barely keeping up the bassline. He's leaning on Slash, who's muddling through the guitar parts and 
doing a pretty good job of it, considering his eyes are mostly closed. 


Axl and Izzy, though, seem to have found the zone, gone past exhaustion and into hysteria, keeping up with 
each other in that way that only they can, where Axl jumps around Izzy and leans on him and dances and Izzy 


doesn't get dizzy and doesn't fall over, or retreats to the sidelines, as Slash and Duff sometimes do. 
It seems to be their game, that everyone is invited to but no one can really keep up with. 


The place is packed, despite the late hour and the fact they've been playing the same songs over and over. The 
front row is packed with girls and a group of bikers Axl's been back and forth with all night, there's broken 
glass all over the stage floor and smoke curling and coiling around everything, crawling up to the ceiling. A 
clogging smell of human heat, sex, booze and cigarette smoke clings to everything, the atmosphere nearly 
suffocating. 


Steven's head is falling forward, he's falling asleep sitting up, the beat stuttering a bit in an untidy mess that 
makes Izzy choke laughing. Then Axl, wild crazy Axl with whom he's still not really familiar with, jumps off the 
stage and falls on a biker who had the stupidity to say something about his teased up hair. 


Izzy flies after him, followed by Duff. Slash nearly falls on his face at the loss of his leaning post. Steven takes 
a shortcut down stage by flying over the tom-toms. After that, all hell breaks loose. 


The fight is brief and everyone gets in on it, even the girls. Boots and chair legs and bottles fly around in a 
mess of grunts and colorful insults, adrenalin pumping hard. At some point, the bouncers stirr out of their 
stupor and, indiscriminately, gunners and bikers are unceremoniously thrown out the back door in a pile, swiftly 


followed by their instruments. 


The fresh night air after the clogging atmosphere of the bar, not to mention the unimpressed prostitutes in 


the alley, are enough to kill any residual violent vibes. 


"Come on, you crazy fuck," Izzy says, grabbing his guitar in one hand and Axl in the other, dragging him away 
so that he won't even see the bikers. 


Axl snorts and wraps an arm around Izzy's shoulders, acting like he isn't being led like a misbehaving puppy. 
Izzy is considerably drunker than Axl, probably high too, but Steven thinks he could break out of the hold if he 


wanted to. He doesn't. 


Steven clutches his cymbals to his chest and trails after them, hanging on to Slash a bit so that if they fall 
at least they'll fall together. 


"No stamina, these boys," Axl says, freeing himself from Izzy to drag Duff forward with an arm around his 
waist, the bassist's feet barely leaving the floor with each step as Axl wipes away stray blood from his face 
with his sleeve. He takes the bass from Duff's slack arms with a huff "Gimme that before you drop it, you 
oaf," 

Izzy laughs and grabs at Steven's clothes, dragging him, and by consequence Slash, stumbling forward. 

Axl is bleeding freely from a cut on his lip, but it doesn't seem to bother him much. Duff sways so much in 
his grip it looks like he's going to crack just like a reed in the wind,but he laughs a little at something Axl 


mutters to him, so at least he's still awake. 


An uneven bit of pavement attacks Steven's feet and he almost sends them crashing to the pavement, Izzy's 


curses bouncing off the walls of the buildings around them. 
"Home, yeah, lzz?" Slash asks, barely coherent. 


"Bedtime, yeah, baby boys?" Izzy chuckles, always the first one to pull his age on them, but this time Steven 


doesn't even have the strength to feel annoyed. 


Instead, he nods, his head feeling uncrewed. His eyes feel sticky and its hard to keep his lids apart "Soon as 


possible, please," 
"Ok," Izzy chuckles. 


Axl doesn't like that. His strange, catlike eyes narrow to slits, and his hold on Duff visibly tightens. 


"Come on, fuckers" he says, maniacal glee coloring his voice as it crawls up the buildings and loses itself into 


the night "The night is young! There's no time to sleep here in the den of iniquity! Tell then, 122" 
"The den of iniquity'll still be here tomorrow, Axe," Izzy says, "We're all half dead." 
Elongated by a yawn, Slash says, directed at Axl "You should get some sleep, man’ 


"Half dead?" Axl huffs a laugh, streetlights painting his face a stark, cruel white, "Fucking useless is what you 


are, 


Axl's moods are quick and shifting like the tide, but to give Izzy credit he doesn't miss a beat before replying 
"It'll be good to get rid of us, then," 


The words don't even sound bitter, but there is a distinct finallity to them. They feel like a door slamming 


shut, or a wall coming down, and Steven winces even though they weren't directed at him. 


Axl glares, and his sharp stone eyes could cut diamonds. They shimmer in the dark, catlike and nealy unnatural, 
even when narrowed to slits, and this late into the night it's hard to remember they're just eyes, nothing 


more. 


Axl says, considerably less sharp as he lets go of Duff by degrees, as if he were expecting for him to topple 
down like a cut tree "You ok on your own, beanpole?" 


"Yeah," Duff says, accepting his bass back in a daze. Then, as an afterthought "Don't call me that," 


Axl laughs, waltzing back out into the lights that never go out in this city. With his hair coming down of it's 
teased up fashion, blood on his face and bruises sure to start blooming all over him soon, he looks like a 
soldier diving back into the fray, which might not be completely untrue. 


Steven still doesn't understand him, can't quite come to grips with the way that he works, and its off putting. 
He can't shake the feeling that every step Axl takes away from them counts, for some reason, the chasm 
stretching betweem them wide enough to swallow universes whole. 


Axl leaves them all unbalanced, makes them feel unguarded, if only because it seems like he never guards 
himself at all, lays his soul bare for the world to stomp on, pinned under the lights in stark relief. 


Duff walks backwards, watching Axl go with a frown on his face that's growing darker by the second. His 
bleached, brittle hair looks practically white when a passing by car's headlights hit it, and Steven has to look 


away. 


"He's not gonna sleep tonight, is he," Duff asks, but it's really a statement. Colored with wonder, like it's 
dawning on him just now that Axl goes with an hour or two a night at best, a handful of hours a week at 


worst. Like he's never noticed until now. 


"Can't do nothing about that," Izzy says, sweat drenched hair sticking to his forehead like curls of ink, and this 


is where he can't keep up with Axl anymore, it seems. 


The hand he has fisting on Steven's clothes clutches tighter, like he's forcing himself not to go after Axl, 
forcing himself to go home and sleep, because no matter how hard he tries he can't keep up, and Steven thinks 


he's realizing that, slowly but surely. 


Duff keeps walking backwards, still watching Axl go, a frown on his face, and something oddly dark curling in 
the typically sweet bend of his mouth. 


Steven drags Slash a couple of steps closer to himself, the guitarist nearly dead to the world as he stumbles 
forward awkwardly, and he wants to tell Duff that it's useless worrying about someone like Axl, so far 


removed from them he might as well be in another planet. 


People like that, they burn so hard and so fast all they do is scorch everyone around them, turn them to 
nothing but ash and smoke. 


He wants to tell him, people lke that, they only waste you away. He really wants to tell him, but instead he 


yawns, jaw popping and nearly coming unhinged. 


In that precise second, Duff seems to make up his mind. He slungs his bass over his shoulder like he's cloaking 


himself against the monsters in the dark, "Ill keep an eye on him," 

With that, he's off, jogging after Axl in long strides, exhaustion forgotten through sheer force of will 

"Ok," Izzy mutters, his finger relaxing a bit as he lets out a long sigh. 

Steven glances back over his shoulder, watches Duff disappear, considers running after him to tell him not to 
bother, he'll ruin you and what will you get for it, other than a few pretty scars to remember him by, and yawns 


hugely again, mind fuzzing up. Fuck it. 


He's so tired all he can do is walk forward and drag Slash along. He figures that if it's really important, he'll 
still remember to tell Duff tomorrow. Let's just hope he doesn't get himself ruined tonight. 


August 2006 


Author's Notes: 
| like this jumping back and forth in time :) In my mind, Izzy lives in the middle of the desert. Let me know 
what you think! 


Malibu, CA/The Middle of Nowhere, 


August, 2006 


The phone starts ringing and it echoes everywhere in the house like an omen, an ugly alarm being set off in 
the middle of the still silence of the night. Izzy startles awake from a dream in which he lived in a house made 
of empty glass bottles, the sunlight leaking in all day long in prisms and shifting shapes of lazy kaleidoscopes on 
the floor. 


He wills the phone to stop ringing, because it's not his cellphone, which is charging on the bedside table. It's the 
land line, which is downstairs in the anteroom to the living room he likes to call his den, perched on a table and 
rarely used anymore, and he really doesn't want to make the trip downstairs. It stops ringing for a few 
seconds, but only to lull him into a false sense of security: somehow, the ringing is more annoying after a 


couple of seconds of silence and peace, the sound permeating through the cracks between the floorboards. 
Izzy sighs and throws the sheets off himself. 

He doesn't bother to turn any lights on as he goes, but he does try to shake himself awake as much as 
possible. Phone calls in the dead of the night are either drunk friends or tragedy, and its important to face 
them properly braced. The dog is sleeping on the lumpy armchair by the phone, but Izzy is not surprised: 
damn thing could sleep through the apocalypse. Not much of a guardian, his pooch. Izzy nudges him to get off 
the chair, and picks up the phone as he sits down. 


"Yeah?" he says, because--he checks the big round clock on the wall--five thirty in the goddamned morning 


does not warrant a hello. 
"Izzy! Hey, hey Izzy, you wanna hear a new song?" 
"Axl?" Izzy says, blinking at the dark, "That you?" 


"No, I'm a robot from the future," Axl snorts at his own joke, and the giddy, restless energy in his voice is so 


familiar it makes Izzy frown, "New song. Wanna hear it?" 


Izzy is familiar with the frantic cadence of Axis voice, and it makes him feel a bit like time never went by and 
they never separated, not even for a few seconds. It's that shivery note Axl's voice takes when when he's 
crawling the walls and he can't understand what he wants, if he wants to sleep or stay awake or laugh or cry, 
that stifling hysteria that takes over him and makes him want to run into the wild wild night or lock himself in 
the bathroom and slit his wrists open 


Izzy sits up straight, shaking off the last of his sleepy mood. 


‘Its five thirty in the morning here," he points out, because it's standard procedure by this point, pointing out 
how late it is and hope Axl realized time was passing him by. 


"Is it? Fuck, sorry" Axl says. "Damn time difference," 


"Yeah, but still. t+s-- two thirty in Malibu," Izzy feels obligated to say, doing the math automatically in his 
head as he twists the phone cord in his fingers. As he waits for a reply, he bites his tongue to not add 
anything. 


He doesn't say, you should be asleep, man. You know its not good for you to put sleep off so much. What's 
bothering you? 


He wants to say it, but he doesn't. Because they're not there yet. 


Too long has gone by since the time Izzy could boast--to himself, at least--that he had any kind of insight 
into Axl's head. He could ask, but if he did Axl would just give him the platitudes he's gotten so good at these 
past few years, the things he's learnt make people happy and keep them at arm's length. 


It took him nearly forty years, but Axl finally learnt how to lie just to keep people happy. It doesn't feel to Izzy 
like the success he would have thought it to be twenty years ago, fifteen years ago, ten years ago. It just 


means he gets lied to as well 


"Yeah, yeah, | know, | just--l had this melody going around in my head and | had to write it down, you know?" 
Axl says, soft and fast. Izzy can see him in his mind's eye, running a hand through his hair as he lies, lies, lies, 


"I hadn't written anything in a while. Had to spread the joy," 


He chuckles a bit, and Izzy feels suddenly angry. He didn't even ask for them, and he got the fucking platitudes 


anyway. 


"Call someone in Cali next time," Izzy snaps, and regrets it as soon as the words are out. What the fuck is he 


doing? He's supposed to mend the bridges, not fucking burn them! 


But Axl just huffs a bit, mellow in the blunt way he has of telling the truth like he only is when he's so sleep 


deprived he can't even shake anymore, "Yeah, but I'd rather call you," 


Izzy feels a bit thick throated for no reason. Thats not very practical, man, he wants to say, but what comes 


out is: 
"Why can't you sleep Axl?" 


There's a pause. An endless intake of breath in the wire and the miles between them, and it's so long for a 


second Izzy fears the connection got lost. But then Axl speaks, a gust of wind coming through the line. 
"Duff called me yesterday. The day before yesterday. Fuck. He asked if |--if | still--yeah. He called” 


Izzy wishes he and Axl were in the same room, because maybe if they were, he could ask all the questions he 
wants to ask but can't on the phone, because right now all Axl would have to do to not answer and turn away 


is hang up. 


He can't ask Axl what Duff said to him, even though he has a pretty good idea, and he can't ask how long it 
had been since they'd last spoken, although he suspects years had gone by. 


Izzy wasn't there when it ended, not for Axl and not for Duff, and truthfully after he left the band it all felt 
like it wasn't really his business anymore--he'd like to kick his young self right now, so dismissive, so fucking 
stupid, and so certain that whatever happened to those people was no concern of his. He guesses he'd thought 
he'd have the rest of his life to build more friendships like those, but time taught him that that kind of 


connection is not as easy to be found as he'd expected. 


He never spoke about it with Duff, never really asked him exactly what happened, but he has a vague idea. He 
knows how easy it is for Axl to push the people that love him away. 


He knows, at least, how much Axl loved Duff. Probably still does. Most certainly still does. Izzy doubts Axl's 
ever stopped loving anyone, not even his fucking father, and however much it used to bother Izzy, their 


estranged friendship has certainly benefitted from that. 


So he doesn't ask, because Axl's mind in the dead of the night has always been even harder to work out than 
Axl in the daylight, even back when they were attuned to each other, each other's life line. Now that they are 


almost strangers on the phone, Izzy fears he won't even be able to speak the same language. 


They've been getting on better recently, after a very long time of not A year now, maybe, since they started 
talking again, both of them tentative and hesitant like they'd never been with each other before. The memory 
of those first few awkward phone calls is still enough to make Izzy cringe, but he had known that first hopeful 


contact wouldn't mean things were just like before..before. 


But then Izzy took up on Axls offer to join Guns at a gig, and it was easy and smooth like they hadn't been 
since the mid-eighties, falling into the old banter with Axl, finishing the same jokes and laughing at the same 
stupid things only they seem to find funny. It was good. It was great, and sitting here at five thirty in the 
morning, holding the phone to his ear and listening to Axl shift awkwardly at the other end of the line, Izzy is 


entirely unsurprised to find that he is still wholly susceptible to Axl's charm when Axl choses to grace him 


with it. 


The worst of their history is a good fifteen years behind them and receding like boats over the horizon, and 
Izzy will be the first to admit that, frankly, there's just no cure for what they meant to each other--which 


was everything, at one point or another, absolutely every different thing--so at least they can move on 


Now Axl calls him at all hours, and Izzy recognises ił as an instinctive reaction, this immediate pressing 


forward to capitalise on the gains made. Hold on tight and don't let go again 


If Izzy is going to be Axl's friend again (which he is, no matter how many years it takes; Izzy is convinced that 
someday they will be as close as they were, old men sitting on a porch together smoking pot and playing the 
banjo, or something like that), he is going to have to humour the five am. phone calls and strange demands and 


painful nostalgia and uncertainty and everything else that goes with it. 

I's worth it, especially when you can understand the subtext, the intractable history. They spent almost three 
decades now (and fuck if that doesn't make him feel old) being everything to each other but indifferent, and 
Izzy is now old enough now to recognise that that is how love works in the world outside of songs. 

He wishes he could explain this to Axl, give him this piece of soothing comfort, let him know that the people 
you really loved, those who love you back, they never really go away, don't fade in the distance like old 
memories. 

No matter how hard they try. But he can't, because they are not there yet. 

But almost. 

"So are you gonna play the fucking song or not?" he snaps instead, and the huff of laughter he gets is relieved. 
"Eager, are you?" Axl says, and there's some shuffling around on his end. 

| might start snoring," Izzy warns, just as his dog jumps on his lap and makes himself comfortable. 


"No, no, no, its a good one, | swear! I'll put the phone down. Can you hear me, Izz?" 


"Yeah, yeah," Izzy says through a yawn, and since Axl put the phone down he probably doesn’t hear it, but 
then the first few notes drift to him and it doesn't matter. 


Axl is playing the piano, tinny and fuzzy and what Izzy can make out sounds just beautiful. With his eyes closed 
he can see Axl, the room dark except for the small gold light spilling over the keys and the skyline shining all 
cobalt and silver through the windows, and its such a familiar image that he slouches on the armchair and 


relaxes. 


He wonders if Duff got the platitudes too when he called, wonders if he asked for them or they were given 


without cue, Axl's new automatic shield He wonders if Duff pushed, if he kept asking the same questions over 
and over until he got the real answer, the one that did matter. 


He snorts. Of course Duff did. Axl would be sleeping if he hadn't, instead of restless and fretting. 


He wonders what went through Duffs head when he called Axl, how the conversation started, how the 
conversation ended. He wonders how long he debated with himself before giving up and finally making the call 


Probably years. 


The music drifts into his musings and its sad and sweet and obviously means something profound and painful, 
like Axl slit his wrists and splattered his blood all over the ivory keys, and Izzy doesn't even need to ask who 
the song is for. Duff is going to be pissed when he hears it, Izzy just knows it. Pissed at Axl for making 
something so pretty and not using his words and being so fucking hard to understand, but he'll cave in the end, 


because Axl's power over all of them never really went away. 


Axl does have a tendency to take advantage of people's affection for him, but Izzy never really minded that 
much, not when it means he gets to sit here with his dog on his lap and his friend playing a new grand piece 
on the other end of the line, like they're in the same room and not miles away, like there's never been 
anything between them but a few inches, and they're still fourteen and sitting on the floor of his room and 
making plans for the future. 


It all comes through so clearly: Axl's clever hands moving over ivory, that ducking sway of his head, lips 
mouthing the melody. Izzy is stuck in a halfway world between asleep and awake, the phone caught between his 
shoulder and his ear, forgetting for a long second that he ever left this behind 


